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Letters of Dr. John McKinly, 1777-1778. 



LETTERS OF DR. JOHN McKINLY TO HIS WIPE, 
WHILE A PRISONER OP WAR, 1777-1778. 

BY MARY T. EVANS. 

[John McKinly, the first President of Delaware under the Constitu- 
tion of 1776, was born in Ireland, February 24, 1721. About the time 
he reached his majority, he came to Wilmington, and became a medical 
doctor by profession, and was one of the founders of the Delaware 
Medical Association in 1789. He was appointed Sheriff of New Castle 
county in 1757; from 1759 to 1774 was Chief Burgess of Wilmington, and 
was colonel and brigadier-general of militia during a part of the Revo- 
lution. The night following the battle of Brandywine, he was captured 
at his home, by a British force, and confined first on board the ship of 
war Solebay, Capt. Symond off New Castle, transferred to the prison in 
the State House, Philadelphia, and at Flatbush, Long Island. Dr. 
McKinly married in 1761, Jane, a daughter of Richard Richardson; he 
died August 81, 1796, and is buried in the graveyard of the First Presby- 
terian Church at Wilmington. The inscription on the monument over 
his remains reads as follows: "This Monument is Erected to the 
Memory of John M°Kinly M.D. who was born in the Kingdom of Ire^ 
land on the 24 February A. D. 1721, and died in this town on the 31 st 
of August A. D. 1796. He settled early in life in this country and pur- 
suing the practice of physic soon became eminent in his profession. He 
served several important public employments and particularly was the 
first person who filled the office of President of the State after the 
declaration of independence. He died full of years having passed a 
long life usefully to the public and Honorably to himself."] 

On Board the Solibay at New Castle 

11 th Oct 1777 
My Dearest Jenny 

We came here yesterday Morning & I imagine may re- 
main here for some time as Capt. Symond is appointed to 
the command of the vessels stationed at this place & has 
been pleased to permit me to send herewith what Dirty 
Linnen I have to be washed, & would be glad how soon the 
same cou'd be done as our stay may be uncertain. The 
Capt. & his officers still continue their Civility to me. Since 
I wrote to you I had an opportunity of speaking to Capt. 
Hammond who was pleased to promise that he wou'd repre- 
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sent my case to Lord How who arrived at Chester some 
days agoe, but as his Lordship ever since his arrival has 
been much engaged with the Affairs of the publick I know 
not how soon he may have leisure to attend to my Case, 
nor can I conjecture what may be his determination there- 
on, tho' I must confess that I have of late few hopes of 
being soon enlarged. This I can assure you wou'd but 
little affect me were it not for being absent from you & 
especially at a time when you have so much need of conso- 
lation, Advice & Assistance, & the full persuasion that such 
Absence & the uncertainty of its continuance must be your 
greatest trouble, but I hope you will be enabled to bear 
those misfortunes with a becoming fortitude but let us hope 
for the best, tho' it is prudent to be prepared for the worst. 
Lieutenant Wright & Lieutenant Chad have both been so 
kind as to inform me of your wellfare, but I know & con- 
sider your situation, however I hope Sister Armstrong still 
continues with you & that your Brother has been to see you. 
I am glad to hear Major M°Donald is amongst the Officers 
who stay at the House as he appeared to me to be a gentle- 
man of good nature & humanity & who I believe will pro- 
tect you from any Insult & endeavour to make your Situation 
as agreeable as possible. I am persuaded also that Colonel 
M°Donald will not suffer your private property to be taken 
from you, & wou'd fondly hope that a sufficiency of Hay 
may be left for the Horses & Cow in the "Winter. I cannot 
take upon me at present to advise you whether to stay 
where you are or to go to your Brother or elsewhere — per- 
haps you will be better able to judge thereof some time 
hence. Shou'd I not be permitted to return soon, I have 
no doubt of being permitted hereafter to write you more 
fully concerning our private Affairs. 

My Love to all Eelations & Friends & believe me to be 
with the most tender & affectionate Regard 

Dearest Jenny 

Yr ever loving Husband 
Jn. McKinly. 
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Please to look into the upper drawer of the Desk for 
some Buttons for the jacket I have here & send them with 
the Linnen as I shall soon want them & if you have any 
more Shirts at home, please to send them. The Mack silk 
Stock you sent I perceive is fashionable here & answers very 
well. I have sent four Shirts & they are very dirty but I 
was forc'd thro' economy to wear them much longer than 
usual — if you cannot find an opportunity of sending them 
otherwise Mr. Henry Reynolds or some other carefull hand 
may procure a Pass from Coll. M°Donald & bring them by 
whom I can send some Paper money I have, which I find 
will be of no use to me here. 



Shou'd you write, please enclose your Letter under a 
cover directed to Thomas Symonds Esquire Commander of 
his Majesties Ship Solibay, which will prevent it from being 
opened by any other & procure a safe Conveyance, & that 
Gentleman having been marryed will readily make proper 
allowances. 
KB. 

Perhaps I may forward the Letter without the Linnen 
&c. if I cannot get the latter sent conveniently. 

SOLEBAY OFF NEW CASTLE 

My Dearest Jenny " '' '" J ' * 

I rec'd yours by George "Walker together with the two 
Shirts and Stock you mentioned therein. I have since got 
My Linnen washed at New Castle as I had no opportunity 
of sending the same to Wilmington. As you are once more 
becomes Mistress of your own House, I suppose you will 
continue there — notwithstanding the number of Horses 
which you mention that were kept on the Hay, I am per- 
suaded a full sufficiency must remain for the Winter, unless 
great waste has been made. It is high time you shou'd en- 
gage Wood for the Winter from some trusty hand — perhaps 
Billy Armor may supply you — I should be glad to know 
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whether Coll McDonald left any of my things with you, out 
of the Chest whereof I gave him the Key, or took the Chest 
& all its contents with him. As the Servants made so free 
with what was in the Shop, I fear they have done the same 
elsewhere. I wrote some days agoe to Capt. Hamond, 
who bears an exceeding good character & is very intimate 
with Lord How, in hopes thro' his means to obtain a hear- 
ing, but have as yet rec. no Answer as they are at present 
so engaged with the affairs of the publick I cannot expect 
it very soon. I shou'd therefore be glad, as soon as you can 
conveniently, that you wou'd send me in a small chest or 
Trunk my new lightish coloured Coat & two pair of 
Britches, & brownish Silk Jacket & either my white Cloth 
Jacket with the plate Buttons or old crimson plush Jacket. 
I recollect that on the back of the Account left with you, 
there was a credit given, which ought to be crossed out, as 
the same was settled in the Balance mentioned in the first 
Article, since which I have not rec'd a farthing from any 
Person so that the whole charged was advanced by me & is 
still due. * # * 

I had some Apprehension a few days agoe that the Sole- 
bay wou'd have been ordered to Sea, for which I was a good 
deal concerned as I have got so well acquainted with the 
Officers, who still treat me with much Civility, however on 
speaking to the Captain, he was so good as to promise 
me that he wou'd put me on board some Vessell in the 
River where I shou'd likewise be well treated — if that 
shou'd happen I shall let you know as soon after as possi- 
ble — when you write me please to direct on the Cover en- 
closing, to Capt. Symond as I before mentioned, & I shall 
receive it safely, if he is here which can readily be known. 
* * * 

In the meantime I remain with most ardent wishes for 
your welfare & in the sincerest manner 

Dearest Jenny 

Y r ever loving Husband 
John McKinly. 
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Solebay 4 th JSTov. 1777. 
My Dearest Jenny 

I rec'd your Letter & Cloaths by Mr. Reynolds together 
with the very agreeable News of your being in good Health 
and that Sister Armstrong was well recovered. I now think 
with you that the Jackets I wrote for are in the Chest that 
is under the care of Coll. Mc. Donald, as are my Account 
Books &e. concerning which I propose writing to that gentle- 
man in a few days when I shall gratefully acknowledge his 
polite Behaviour. It is but doing justice to the gentlemen 
who were last Lodgers with you to inform, that my Bridle 
spurs &c were taken when Capt. Munroe was there, & I sup- 
pose the Saddle &c has gone the same way — also that my 
Desk was opened & all material Papers taken thereout the 
night I was arrested — but why you found it open I know 
not as scarce any key wou'd open it but the one I had — as 
to the List you mention I fancy I gave it to you before the 
Pocket Book & that you may find it in your own — but if 
lost there is little damage, only be carefull of the originals, 
particularly of Mr. Campbell's receipt for Vogans Bonds de- 
livered to him by M r Reed — I am glad that Sister Arm- 
strong stays with you & I think you did very right in re- 
fusing the application made to you from another Quarter. 
The loss of ungrateful Fortune is not much, Thorny may 
supply his place for a while, it will be of service to him to 
be more employed than he has heretofore been. I much 
approve of Brother Richard's taking the Horse & using him 
as his own you can get him from thence at any time you 
shou'd want him. I hope he will often call to see you. 
My Pistols & Sword are here as Coll. McDonald informed 
you. The loss of the fences is very great on account of the 
Hay & Pasturage, but it is not worth while to repair them 
until Matters are more settled. I sent what Old Paper 
money I had by Mr. Reynolds, as it was of no use to me 
here — by him I expect the Blank Letter of Attorney, which 
I desired might be drawn by M r Hapler, as soon as conven- 
ient, it is highly necessary you shou'd have it, shou'd I be 
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detained any length of time — which I am still very uncer- 
tain about, not having as yet rec'd an Answer from Capt. 
Hammond to whom I wrote relative to that Affair. I thank 
God I am in perfect health & as I have ever endeavoured to 
act honestly & uprightly with all men & as all my conduct 
in our late unhappy disturbances was solely directed by an 
earnest desire to promote the publick good, the conscious- 
ness hereof affords me that peace of mind to fortify me 
against anything that can possibly befall myself — but as 
your care, satisfaction & happiness was ever my greatest 
pride & pleasure & the contrary my greatest pain & uneasi- 
ness, so now the thoughts of your being so involved in diffi- 
culties of which perhaps I may in some measure have been 
tho' very undesignedly, the unhappy cause, is by far my great- 
est trouble — however, I have often experienced in life that 
such things as I have thought at the time they happened were 
unfortunate have proved by the wise direction of providence 
the very reverse, so now I hope that however grievous our 
present state may be, yet the same may be intended to pre- 
vent greater misfortune or prove greater blessings. You see 
my side of paper is near finished as usual, so shall conclude 
with sincere Love to all Relations & Friends from him who 
shall ever remain with hearty Prayers for your happiness. 
Dearest Jenny 

Your most Loving Husb'd 

Jno McKinly. 



My Dearest Jenny, 



SOLEBAY OFF NEW CASTLE 

22dFov. 1777. 



The occasion of my present writing is to inform you that 
yesterday we rec'd advice here that the Continental Troops 
have evacuated & destroyed the Fort at Red Bank whereby 
the passage to Philadelphia will now be unmolested, in con- 
sequence whereof Orders has since been rec'd here for the 
Solebay, on board of which I have been ever since I left 
you, to proceed down this River & for me to go on Board 
the Sloop of War Swift commanded by M r Kepple son to 
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the late Earl of Albermarle, who is to proceed up the River 
towards Philada. but how or where I am afterwards to be 
disposed of I know not at present but shall endeavour to let 
you know as soon as in my Power — I thank God I still 
continue in good Health — This will go to the Care of Theo- 
dore Maurice Esq. who I doubt not will forward it as soon 
as possible. My sincere Love to good Sister Armstrong & 
all other our Relations & Friends & believe me to be in the 
most sincere & affectionate manner — 

My dearest Jenny 

Your ever loving Husband 
Jno. McKinly. 

State House Philada. 

-r, T 6 th Deem. 1777. 

Dearest Jenny, 

I wrote to you this day two weeks from the Solebay off 
New Castle with a note recommending the same to the care 
of Theodore Maurice Esq. both which Capt. Symonds was 
so kind as to send on shore by a Special Messenger, who 
informed me that M r Maurice wou'd carry the letter to you 
immediately in Person, so that I am persuaded you must 
have ree'd it — therein I informed you that in consequence 
of Capt. Symond being ordered down the Bay I was to go 
on Board the Swift, Sloop of war, commanded by Capt. 
Kepple which I did that evening & and was treated very 
politely by the Cap* & officers who conveyed above Chester 
the Prison Ship on Board of which I was then put to pro- 
ceed to Philada. (as Capt. Kepple was ordered to Sea) & the 
Capt. of the said Prison Ship one Brown an honest York- 
shire Man & M r Miller the Marine Officer belonging to the 
Bristol under whose immediate care I was, both treated 
me with much kindness & civility until my arrival here last 
Monday. As several persons from Wilmington have been 
permitted to visit me here who promised to let you know 
how I was, they have no doubt informed you of my situa- 
tion, which renders it necessary to acquaint you that altho' 
I was at first filled with a good deal of Surprise & uneasi- 
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ness at being closely confined here in a Room without any 
distinction, amongst about Twenty other prisoners chiefly 
Continental Officers & Strangers to me save Lt. Coll r Perci- 
fer Frazer & Coll r John Hannum & Major John Harper who 
I found in a mess by themselves, supplyed by the widow 
Jenkins, I with their hearty approbation joined them & 
M rs Jenkins calling to see me next Day has ever since sup- 
plyed us very well, & as I have become acquainted with the 
rest of my fellow Prisoners who behave towards me with 
much respect, I have also become quite expert in waiting 
upon myself & enjoy my Health very well. I pass the time 
much better than I at first expected and as I am very con- 
scious that I always did everything in my Power to pro- 
mote the peace & happiness of the publick & never oppressed 
any Individual I hope to be enabled to bear anything that 
can befal me with a becoming Fortitude & much more so 
since the arrival of your last Letter wherein you express 
such Sentiments as render you, if possible still more Dear 
to me & has afforded me great Satisfaction & I hope you 
will always continue to cherish the same so that as you were 
never too much elated with prosperity so I hope you will 
not be too much depressed with any adverse Fortune, but 
bear the same with Fortitude & Resignation, which whilst 
you do, & I am not afraid but you will, there is nothing can 
despirit me — Cap' Reeve called to see me the first day I 
came here & told me if I wou'd be permitted to my Parole 
I should be welcome to his House, but you know my Tem- 
per, I never cou'd bear being beholden to any Person & 
much less now — however I have not seen him since — a 
general Parole is talked of taking place, but I fancy that it 
is very uncertain especially as to me who holds no Commis- 
sion in the Continental Army or Navy or under the Con- 
gress — As the old Paper Currency which wou'd not pass on 
Board the Ships of War, passes here, please to send me by 
the first safe conveyance about the same Sum I sent you by 
Henry Reynolds that I may save the Gold as much as I can 
— pray allow for my writing in a crowd without leisure to 
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revise or correct — & assure yourself that on my trial I shall 
still support the character of a Man of Candour, Honesty & 
Honor. 

My Time & Paper fail, must therfore conclude with Love 
to all Relations & Friends & be assured that I shall ever 
remain with most tender & sincere affection. 
Dearest Jenny 

Your most loving Husband 
Jno. McKinly. 

If you write to me enclose the Letter Open under a Cover 
directed to the Captain of the Guard at the State House, 
Philad a . 

Flat Bush on Long Island 

Dearest Jenny, ^ 

I had hopes of being permitted to return home on my 
parole & thereby be enabled to effect an Exchange more 
speedily, until half an Hour before my departure from 
Philad a which was all the Space I had to prepare for the 
voyage & consequently did not afford me time to write you 
a few Lines to inform you thereof, but Cap' Reeve promised 
me he wou'd do it— under his care I left Fortune, at his 
own desire, to be sent to you as soon after as possible — & 
with M r Stephen Collins I left several things w oh he prom- 
ised he wou'd take care to forward to you, as speedily as he 
cou'd, which I have no doubt he performed accordingly, as 
he is both carefull & honest — I likewise got him to under- 
take to settle with M rs Langdale as I had no leisure to do it, 
& ordered him to draw upon you for the Ballance, I suppose 
about Seven Pounds I likewise gave himself a Draught upon 
you for Ten Pounds both which I am certain you wou'd pay 
directly; & by that means I reserved so much Gold in hand, 
whereof I think I shall have enough to defray all Expenses 
whilst here, so that you need not give yourself any trouble 
on that Account. I had written you a Letter in hopes of 
getting an opportunity of sending it when going down the 
Delaware, but cou'd find none. I had my Health very well 
vol. xxxiv. — 2 
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on the Voyage, not even the least Sea Sickness ; & here, I 
thank God, I enjoy it perfectly, & have a pretty large Dis- 
trict around allowed me to walk or ride about in, which 
affords handsome prospects of a very fine & well cultivated 
Country & of the Ocean, & I am placed at my own desire, 
with Briga* General Irvine as a Companion, in a very decent, 
orderly & obliging Family, where we have plenty of very 
good Country Fare, & at a very low rate — in short my 
greatest unhappiness, together with being a Prisoner, is the 
being absent from you, who are seldom out of my thoughts, 
— however I hope the time is not far distant when we shall 
meet again never to part, & I flatter myself that in the 
meanwhile, you will bear my absence & your other late mis- 
fortunes with that fortitude of mind which is so highly 
becoming you, & which has so exceedingly endeared you to 
me — I am sorry that I have not had an opportunity of 
writing to you sooner since I left Philad a & you may assure 
yourself that I shall miss none that may be found — My 
sincere Love to all our Relations, & best Respects to such 
Friends as you know I esteem, & believe me to be with the 
greatest Regard & most tender Affection 

Dearest Jenny 
Your ever loving Husband 

Jn° McKinly. 

You may observe that I have always avoided making any 
remarks on that neglect which has been shown by those 
from whom I had reason to expect some more attention. 

_ T Philad a 11 th Aug. 1778. 

Dearest Jenny, ° 

On a 3 d Application to General Clinton for a farther en- 
largement on my Parole, in order the more readily to effect 
an Exchange for Governor Franklin, to which Exchange 
he had formerly consented; he was pleased last Wednesday 
to grant that Enlargment for a Month, at the Expiration ot 
which time, shou'd I fail to obtain said Exchange I prom- 
ised to surrender myself again at New York — in conse- 
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quence whereof I arrived here in Company with the Bearer 
Lieut. Hall of Cecil County Maryland, on parole likewise, 
on Saturday's Evening last, & on Sunday's afternoon & yes- 
terday morning I waited, in Company with Coz" Jonatha" 
Smith, on several of the Members of Congress, of most 
influence, from all of whom I rec'd promises of their Votes 
& Interests in Congress for effecting this Exchange, & that 
they wou'd endeavour to have the same moved for & brought 
on yesterday, or as soon as possible, notwithstanding of the 
great deal of publick Business now before that Honorable 
Body; but yesterday several Expresses arrived from Head- 
Quarters & which I fear prevented its being then brought 
on, but I am still in hopes of having it finished soon ac- 
cording to my wishes ; indeed I have no doubt of succeeding 
when brought before Congress, but there is the difficulty in 
these busy times, & therefore I thought it best to stay and 
promote its being finished, that when I have the great 
pleasure of seeing you I may remain with you, especially 
as I have heard by several that you are in good health. 
* * * 

Adieu therefore my Dearest Jenny & accept of the most 
ardent Regards of your Loving Husband 

Jon 1 McKjnly. 

My Dearest Jenny, PhiladA 13th Au S ust 1778 - 

I wrote you on Tuesday Morning last which I expected 
wou'd have been delivered by Lieut. Hall but which I sent 
by Cap* Ralph Walker yesterday, together with the Trunk 
with my Clothes, my Cott Bed & Bedding & an half barrel 
containing about 12 or 13 gall" of old Jamaica Spirits — also 
a small Trunk tyed with a cord with Sundrys therein & a 
Mattress belonging to Maj r Aquila Gyles of Maryland, all 
of which I hope will come safe to your Hands, seeing they 
are under the Care of Cap' Walker. I then expected to 
have been able to have left this place in my [not legible] this 
Morning, & therefore reserved nothing but what I was [not 
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legible] save my great Coat & a Shirt & Cravat for fear of 
Accidents; Coll r Hoi lings worth wou'd have taken me in his 
Chair, but yesterday, when I hoped that my Business wou'd 
have been taken up & finished favourabty in Congress, was 
engrossed by some publick Affair of great Consequence, & 
this Day is altogether allotted to the like purpose, but I 
have strong assurances that mine will be gone upon to mor- 
row & there seems little doubt but it will end according to 
my wishes. I find however that my attendance has been 
highly necessary to accomplish my purpose. Jonathan Smith 
is going down to Bombay Hook & is to take me with him in 
his Chair & will I hope be with you on Saturday's evening 
next, the time seems excessively tedious till I have the pleas- 
ure of seeing you, but as my present staying may prevent my 
return to Captivity, & ensure my Exchange and Freedom, 
whereby I may enjoy the happiness of remaining always 
with you hereafter, I bear this absence the more patiently. 
* * * 

May God grant you all manner of Blessings — My love to 
all Relations — this goes by Mr. Means. Adieu. 

Y r loving Husband. 
Jn° McKinly. 

,, -p, T Philad a 13th. Sept. 1778. 

My Dearest Jenny, r 

I have only time to let you know, as the Bearer waits, 
that I am in good Health only somewhat lamer by much 
walking. I have no doubt of returning to Wilmington, 
either exchanged or enjoined by the Congress, and I hope 
the former altho' it is not yet determined which for Con- 
gress is well disposed to relieve me but differ in the manner, 
to morrow I am informed will at length put an end to 
those Debaters, so that I expect to see you on Tuesday's 
Evening. All Relations are well. Remember me to those 
with you. Excuse haste. I am yours in the most sincere 
& affectionate manner whilst 

Jn° McKinley. 



